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Tribute
It is a great privilege to congratulate Roland Fraïssé on his 80th birthday. He has produced
inﬂuential work at the interface of set theory, logic, algebra, combinatorics, and game
theory. But what kind of mathematician is he? Nobody could say that he is an algebraist,
combinatorialist, or game theorist; even the descriptions ‘set theorist’ and ‘logician’ do not
really ﬁt. In truth, the best name for his area comes from the title of his book: ‘theory of
relations’.
In his essay Kafka and his precursors, Jorge Luis Borges points out that, if Kafka had not
written anything, we would never have noticed striking similarities in disparate passages
byAristotle, HanYu, Kierkegaard, Browning, and Lord Dunsany.With hindsight, it is clear
that the passages are all ‘Kafkaesque’. In much the same way, we can now see that Cantor,
Dedekind, Sierpin´ski, Urysohn, Ramsey, Erdo˝s, Rado, and others all made contributions to
the ﬁeld created by Roland Fraïssé, the theory of relations.
In the mid-1970s, when I was beginning to move my interests from the ﬁnite to the
inﬁnite, I realised that there were some things I needed to know. I thought that these might
be found in mathematical logic, and learned this subject by teaching a course on it. But in
fact what I really needed were Fraïssé’s insights, which in a very precise way enable one to
reach the inﬁnite by climbing up from the ﬁnite.
Not only has he given us a new ﬁeld, so that we can proudly work on the theory of
relations rather than being off-beat logicians or combinatorialists; but he has also given
us attractive terminology for it. Like our human relations, the mathematical ones are of a
certain age, and may possibly be rich (at least for their age).
Many of us at the meeting commemorating Fraïssé’s birthday were delighted that he
is still active, working on a new edition of his book. Long may he continue to be our
rich relation!
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